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R468Wildlife conservation in Turkey 
does not get a high priority. Yet the 
country lies in a key location for birds 
migrating from Asia and Africa to 
Europe. Wildlife reserves exist but 
often have worryingly little support. 
So the development of Lake Kuyucuk 
in the Kars province of eastern Turkey 
as a wildlife reserve for thousands 
of birds of more than two hundred 
species, while also supporting local 
communities, has won the prize for 
European Destination of Excellence, 
a competition organised by the 
European Commission and Turkey’s 
ministry of tourism and culture to 
promote tourism and sustainability. 
The prize, which has no financial 
value, nonetheless highlights the 
lake and Kars region as a centre of 
conservation and nature tourism and 
helps raise revenue for residents 
around the lake, increasing motivation 
to protect the visiting wildlife.
A key part of the submission was 
the creation of a new island in the 
lake. A dirt road formerly bisected the 
lake — a route to Armenia which has 
for many years been unused because 
of the political difficulties between the 
two countries. As relationships have 
recently thawed, conservationists 
were concerned that the road would 
begin to be used again.
But the road has instead been 
converted into an island where 
birds can roost and breed safely. 
The 200 metre-long island was 
constructed with strong support form 
the Kars governor, Mehmet Ufuk 
Erden, in just two months and has 
made conservation history. It is the 
first man-made island in land-locked 
eastern Turkey and is larger than 
Feature
Galatasary Island in Istanbul. Creation 
of the island also reconnected the 
lake waters previously bisected 
by the road.
Protection boundaries for the lake 
were established in October last year, 
as the culmination of conservation 
efforts carried out since 2004.
During a meeting in last March, the 
Kars governor gave the go-ahead 
to convert the road into an island 
bird reserve. The local team had the 
support of Sean Anderson, a wetland 
restoration expert at California State 
University and Stanford conservation 
biologist, Cagan Sekercioglu. The 
construction work was completed 
in May. The lake has a surface area 
of 219 hectares and a circumference 
of 7.8 kilometres so is a substantial 
feature in the mostly dry eastern Turkey.
Sekercioglu said: “We are very 
thankful to the Kars governor 
for enabling this groundbreaking 
restoration project in Turkey.”
An artificial island in eastern Turkey created by a team of biologists is proving a 
haven for wildlife. Nigel Williams reports.
Island refuge
Magnet: Many bird species have already used a new island on Lake Kuyucuk, a key spot for many migrants. (Photo: Cagan Sekercioglu.)
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Jerry Hooker, of London’s Natural 
History Museum.
Investigations suggest that the 
individual was an independent 
female that died in the first year  
of life.
This fossil includes both 
skeleton, soft body outline and 
contents of the digestive tract. 
Study of all these features allows 
a reconstruction of life history, 
locomotion and diet.
Any future studies of 
Eocene- Oligocene primates  
should benefit from this find, 
researchers believe.
Nigel Williams
Ancient insights
The 47-million-year-old fossil 
primate caused a sensation 
last month when researchers 
from the University of Oslo 
suggested Darwinius maillae 
could be our earliest preserved 
primate ancestor. Discovered 
in Messel Pit, near Darmstadt, 
Germany, the fossil is 95 per cent 
complete. “Fossil primates are 
notorious for being incomplete 
and the source of much 
discussion and debate because 
they often consist only of 
isolated teeth or bones whose 
association is uncertain,” says 
Complete: Cast of the fossil remains of a 47-million-year-old primate found in Messel, 
Germany, which are almost complete. (Photo: Natural History Museum, London.)“Constructing an island for birds 
is the best demonstration of the 
environmental sensibility here in 
landlocked Kars. Beside providing a 
haven for breeding birds, this island 
will promote Kars and Lake Kuyucuk,” 
he said.
“We have so far recorded 206 
species of birds at Kuyucuk, 
sometimes exceeding 40,000 
individuals at once,” he said. The 
reedbeds around the lake that provided 
shelter and nesting areas for birds had 
been gradually destroyed because of 
overgrazing — more than 5,500 cattle 
and sheep graze around the shoreline.
“This island will provide a haven 
from human and cattle disturbance 
and from fox predation. Bird numbers 
should increase as a result of higher 
breeding success,” he says.
“We expect the reeds will grow on 
the island due to the lack of grazing. 
In time, we hope to have a waterbird 
colony, hopefully reminiscent of the 
breeding colony of Manyas bird 
paradise in western Turkey.” 
“The island and its birds will attract 
more nature tourists and will increase 
local income,” he said.
Almost 60 per cent of Turkey’s 
sparse wetlands have disappeared 
over the past five decades — a result 
of irrigation projects and climate 
change. This has made the struggle to 
save Kuyucuk for birds more urgent, 
researchers say.
Volunteers work regularly at the lake 
to monitor the bird population. “We 
want to see where they go, what the 
trends are and how global warming is 
affecting things,” says Alan Brooks, 
a volunteer from South Africa. “Tens 
of thousands of birds use this place. 
It is one of the few wetlands of its 
type left. We must preserve it. It’s very 
important”, he says.
“Conservation is still seen as a 
luxury in Turkey,” says Seckercioglu, 
“though in Kuyucuk awareness is 
improving — encouraged by talk of 
ecotourism and a potential income 
for the villagers.”
The European Destinations 
of Excellence prizes promote 
sustainable tourist developments 
across the European Union and 
candidate countries. The key feature 
of the selected destinations is their 
commitment to social, cultural and 
environmental sustainability.
Conservationists hope that the 
project and prize will inspire further 
projects in Turkey.
